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S Korean president 
appoints justice
minister despite
scandals
SEOUL: An embattled law professor
began his duty as South Korea’s justice
minister after receiving presidential
approval yesterday, despite an ongoing
probe by state prosecutors into alleged
misconduct by his wife. Cho Kuk was
appointed to the role by President Moon
Jae-in, the presidential Blue House said,
with a mandate to reform the prosecu-
tors’ office. Liberal darling Cho was
named last month by the president-him-
self a former human-rights lawyer-as a
nominee to lead the ministry.

But the confirmation process became
a partisan battleground when questions
were raised over Cho’s daughter’s
schooling and his relatives’ investment
in a private equity fund suspected of
dubious operations. Officials from the
prosecution office that Cho is to lead
have carried out multiple raids over the
past two weeks linked to the scandals.
And last week his wife, professor

Chung Kyung-sim, was indicted for
allegedly forging a college award for
their daughter.

President Moon admitted in a tele-
vised statement yesterday that there
was now a “sharp division” between
critics and supporters of Cho, adding he
had been “agonized” over the decision.
But he said he stuck to his choice
because it would leave a “bad prece-
dent” if he had dropped Cho’s nomina-
tion when it was not confirmed that Cho
had broken laws himself. “I thought it
was more important to follow principles
and consistency,” he said.

At his inauguration ceremony yester-
day, Cho apologized for causing concern
as he reaffirmed his commitment to
implement reform. “I have been tasked
with a very important duty at a person-
ally difficult time,” Cho said. “My shoul-
ders are heavy as I am well aware that
an arduous and rough path lies ahead of
us.” South Korea is an intensely compet-
itive society where elite high schools
have often been criticized-including by
Cho, who has said they create a “more
unfair society”.

So he was slammed for hypocrisy
when it emerged he had sent his own
daughter to such an institution and that
she had appeared to benefit from family

connections. Cho was grilled by lawmak-
ers in a marathon 14-hour hearing on
Friday, where he said he had “caused
deep disappointment” and that his
“words and actions were not consistent”.
Analysts say the scandal has laid bare
worsening class divisions in South
Korea, the world’s 11th largest economy.

South Korea has a single five-year
presidential term and Moon’s presidency

ends in 2022. A recent poll showed that
Cho is the fourth-favorite presidential
hopeful. Opposition Liberty Korea Party
condemned the appointment, contending
that the country’s “rule of law is dead”.
Score-settling is ingrained in the South’s
winner-takes-all political system, with
every one of the country’s living former
presidents either in prison or convicted
of crimes after leaving office. —AFP

UN rights chief 
deeply concerned 
over India actions 
in Kashmir
GENEVA: The UN rights chief yester-
day voiced alarm over the situation in
Kashmir, following India’s decision to
revoke the autonomous status of the
Muslim-majority region last month. “I
am deeply concerned about the impact
of recent actions by the government of
India on the human r ights  of
Kashmiris,” Michelle Bachelet said in
her opening statement to the UN
Human Rights Council in Geneva.

She pointed among other things to
“restrictions on internet communica-
tions and peaceful assembly, and the
detention of local political leaders and
activists.” India imposed a military
clampdown on Kashmir from August 5
to prevent  unrest  as  New Delhi
revoked the disputed region’s autono-
my, with mobile phone networks and
the internet still cut off in all but a few
pockets. Kashmir, split between India

and Pakistan since 1947, has been the
spark for two major wars and count-
less clashes between the two nuclear-
armed arch-rivals.

Bachelet said she had urged both
India and Pakistan to ensure that rights
in the region are respected and pro-
tected. But she said she had “appealed
particularly to India to ease the cur-
rent lockdowns or curfews, to ensure
people’s access to basic services, and
that all due process rights are respect-
ed for those who have been detained.”

“It is important that the people of
Kashmir are consulted and engaged in
any decision-making processes that
have an impact on their future,” she
said. Her comments came as Indian
authorit ies t ightened the security
lockdown in Indian Kashmir  on
Sunday after breaking up religious
processions by Shiite Muslims who
def ied a ban. Pakistani  Foreign
Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi is
scheduled to address the Human
Rights Council  on Tuesday, with a
speech expected to focus heavily on
the situation in Kashmir.

Bachelet  a lso voiced concern
Monday over India’s controversial citi-
zenship register in Assam state, which
critics fear is a cover for the ruling

Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party to expel Muslims. Pointing out
that some 1.9 million people had been
excluded from the final list, published
on August 31, Bachelet lamented that
the register has “caused great uncer-

tainty and anxiety”. “I appeal to the
government to ensure due process
during the appeals process, prevent
deportation or detention, and ensure
people are protected from stateless-
ness,” she said.—AFP

Australia girds for 
worst as bushfire 
season comes early
SYDNEY: Australia battled to contain around 160
bushfires in the east of the country yesterday, an ear-
ly start to a wildfire season that authorities warn
could be the worst in decades. Drought and strong
winds have turned swathes of Queensland and New
South Wales to tinder, prompting fires that have
already damaged dozens of buildings and forced
thousands of people to evacuate.

Australia’s hot, dry climate makes bushfires a regu-
lar occurrence, but scientists say climate change is
making conditions ever-more combustible.
Government-backed researchers have already pre-
dicted the next six months of southern hemisphere
spring and summer have “the potential to be an active
season” because of a very warm and dry start to the
year. Queensland Fire and Emergency Services assis-
tant commissioner Brad Commens told AFP the early
bushfire season had caught authorities off-guard.

Many of his staff would ordinarily be working on
planning and preparation this early in September, but
they have been called to action instead. “At this point,
we’re fairly early in the fire season so it’s difficult to
predict how long this will go on for, but it’s certainly
not what I’ve seen over the last 30 years,” he said.
“Without significant rain or without a significant
weather change, I think we’re in for the long haul.”

The fire season usually starts in the far north of
Queensland in September and slowly progresses
down Australia’s eastern states, hitting New South
Wales around Christmas, and Victoria and Tasmania
in January and February. But it is already hitting
southern Queensland and New South Wales-where
there are 70 fires and 99 percent of the state was
declared in drought last May.

On Friday, a fire tore through the small town of
Tenterfield, destroying around 25 buildings including
five houses. The town’s mayor, Pete Petty, told AFP it
was “horrific” to see parts of the town burning. “The
townspeople were in shock. It was like being in an
apocalypse.” Like scientists, Petty fears this is just the
beginning. “We’re in the middle of the worst drought
in living memory,” he said. —AFP

MANILA: If he gets his way, Filipino senator and
boxing champion Manny Pacquiao would have drug
criminals executed by firing squad. That’s getting
closer to becoming a reality in the Philippines, where
in the past seven weeks, 21 bills have been filed
before the lower house and Senate to reinstate the
death penalty, collectively covering crimes ranging
from drug trafficking and plunder to kidnapping, rape
and murder.

It comes at the behest of President Rodrigo
Duterte, the popular, self-styled “punisher”, notorious
for his crackdowns on crime, and a war on drugs that
has killed thousands of mostly poor, urban Filipinos.
Pacquiao, a staunch Duterte loyalist and the only box-
er to win world titles in eight divisions, believes exe-
cutions are the best deterrent for big drug syndicates.
“We need it. In Asia, we are one of the few countries
without a death penalty, so a lot of drug lords, push-
ers came in. It is alarming,” said Pacquiao, who enjoys
rock-star appeal among Filipinos, and is being touted
as a future president.

“If you ask me, firing squad,” he told Reuters,
when asked how they should be dealt with. “But it
depends on what the people want, as long as death
penalty is imposed.” But it isn’t clear if Filipinos actu-
ally want capital punishment. Though opinion polls
put Duterte’s approval rating consistently above 80
percent, the same surveys reflect mixed views on his
policies, including a poll 11 months ago that showed

less than a third of Filipinos agreed with reviving the
death penalty.

Human rights groups say reinstating it counters a
clear global trend of moratoria on executions or abo-
lition of capital punishment, and goes against a
United Nations covenant against the death penalty
that the Philippines signed. That matters not to
Duterte, who has repeatedly said he favors hanging
criminals, as many as 20 per day. Most of the 21 bills
have not prescribed a method of execution.

From 1950 to when capital punishment was abol-
ished in 1987, the electric chair was used. The death
penalty was restored in 1993, using lethal injections,
then scrapped again in 2006, with 1,230 convicts tak-
en off death row in what Amnesty International called
the biggest commutation of its kind.

Breaking point
If Duterte’s drugs crackdown continues on the

same scale and the death penalty is reinstated cover-
ing “heinous crimes” - including piracy, kidnapping,
murder, treason and violent robbery - death row
could potentially consist of tens of thousands of peo-
ple, going by current numbers. In the country’s
largest prison, two-thirds of the 27,756 population
are serving sentences for heinous crimes, according
to the corrections department.

But the biggest problem, activists say, is the strain
Duterte’s drugs war is putting on an overstretched

criminal justice system now being pushed to breaking
point. Under Duterte, police made 193,000 drug-
related arrests, but many cases were thrown out or
resulted in acquittals. Less than a third of drug cases
in 2016 and 2017 led to successful convictions,
according to the National Prosecution Service.

Duterte’s opponents say the chance of miscar-
riages of justice are greater now than when capital
punishment was last used. From 1993 to 2004, 72% of
death penalty verdicts reviewed by the Supreme
Court were overturned, sparing 677 people. Centrist
Senator Grace Poe opposes the death penalty and
says reforming the criminal justice system is vital, like
addressing manpower shortfalls, improving investiga-
tion standards, preventing graft and giving poor peo-
ple better access to legal help.

“Debating on the effectiveness and correctness of
re-imposing the death penalty is not a waste of time.
However, we need to give time to our other priorities,”
Poe told Reuters. For Duterte, executing criminals was
his top priority, with a bill put to Congress on the first
day of his presidency. The lower house overwhelmingly
approved it, but it never reached the Senate, where
resistance was anticipated, including from the influen-
tial Catholic Church, the country’s dominant faith.

The church vehemently opposes it, citing the
Vatican’s decision last year to formally change its
teachings to declare the death penalty inadmissible in
all circumstances. But politics could prevail, with

Duterte’s influence over both houses strengthened to a
super-majority after mid-term elections in May.
Pacquiao, a devout Christian, said he may propose dou-
bling the justice department’s budget to ensure inno-
cent people aren’t executed. “If we want good results,
we need to help the justice system,” he said. “They play
a big part to eradicate illegal drugs. We can prevent
mistakes in court decisions.”—-Reuters

Capital punishment goes against UN covenant

Filipino heavyweights hanker 
for death penalty return

GWACHEON, South Korea: Newly appointed South Korean Justice Minister Cho
Kuk, center, salutes the national flag during his inauguration ceremony at the
ministry in Gwacheon. —AFP

ISLAMABAD: Kashmiri blind students protest in support of Indian-adminis-
tered Kashmir people in Islamabad. —AFP

MANILA: Philippine boxing icon Manny ‘Pacman’ Pacquiao pos-
es for photographers during a news conference at a hotel in
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. —Reuters

Malaysia to make 
it rain as Indonesian 
smog pollutes air
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia prepared to seed
clouds after air quality in parts of the country
reached unhealthy levels due to smog from forest
fires in neighboring Indonesia, an official said
yesterday. Smog regularly blankets parts of
Southeast Asia during the dry season when burn-
ing is used to clear Indonesian land for palm oil,
paper plantations and other crops, sparking ire
from regional neighbors.

In the latest outbreak, parts of Malaysia’s east-
ern state of Sarawak on Borneo island have been
blanketed over the past few days. The pollutant
index in some places has reached “very unhealthy

levels”, said Gary Theseira, special functions offi-
cer with the environment ministry. “It is extremely
severe in Kuching,” Theseira told AFP, referring to
a city of half a million people. He said Malaysia is
prepared to carry out cloud seeding to induce rain
in an effort to ease the smog.

“The moment the cloud situation is right, the
chemicals will be loaded and the aircraft will
take off and proceed with the seeding,” he said.
Some countries conduct seeding during pro-
longed dry spells to induce rain and clear the air
by releasing certain chemicals into the clouds,
although some experts have questioned its effi-
cacy. Boo Siang Voon, a 47 year-old engineer in
Kuching described the skies as “hazy, hot with
smoky smell”.

“This year the smog is getting worse. Residents
are using face masks. We should not pay the price
of our health for the open burning. We want a
solution,” he told AFP. The Malaysian capital
Kuala Lumpur and neighboring Singapore were

also experiencing hazy conditions yesterday, with
the air laced with the smell of burning foliage,
although the pollutant index remained at moderate
levels. Some Kuala Lumpur residents complained
about eye and throat irritation.

Malaysia’s meteorological department Sunday
warned that hot conditions will prevail for another
week, and the monsoon season is only expected
to arr ive at  the end of  September or  ear ly
October. The ministry of science, technology and
innovation on Friday said it would lodge a com-
plaint with Indonesia for the haze and called for
quick action to be taken to put out the fires.
Indonesian authorities have deployed thousands
of extra personnel since last month to prevent a
repeat of the 2015 fires, which were the worst for
two decades and choked the region in haze for
weeks. Under pressure from neighbors ,
Indonesian leader Joko Widodo last  month
warned that officials would be sacked if they
failed to stamp out forest fires.—AFP

Suicide bomber 
killed at Philippine 
army base
MANILA: A suicide bomber dressed in a traditional
Muslim woman’s gown died after detonating a bomb
outside a military camp in the restive southern
Philippines, but no other casualties were reported,
authorities said. Suicide attacks were once very rare in
the Philippines, but since July 2018 there have been four,
including the latest explosion on Jolo island on Sunday.

The Islamic State claimed responsibility for all three
previous suicide attacks, which experts have previously
told AFP is a worrying escalation of extremism in the
Philippines under the group’s influence. According to a
military statement, the attacker on Sunday was “foreign
looking”, wore an abaya gown and appeared to be a
woman. However, authorities had not confirmed the
attacker’s gender. No group has yet claimed the attack,
which came a day after an IS-claimed bombing wound-
ed eight at a market on the island of Mindanao.

Separatist groups in the Christian-majority nation’s
south have waged decades-long insurgencies that have
killed thousands. This weekend’s attacks cast a shadow
over a step toward a measure of peace in the region. The
largest Muslim rebel group, the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front, began to lay down its weapons on Saturday. While
the MILF has brokered peace with the government, oth-
er more extreme factions like jihadist group Abu Sayyaf
continue to stage deadly attacks. —AFP


